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Why North Carolinians Believe in the Mecklenburg Decla- 
ration of Independence of May 20, 1775. By George W. Graham, 
M. D., and Alexander Graham, A. M. Read before the Mecklenburg 
Historical Society, at Charlotte, N. C, the Scotch-Irish Congress, at 
Lexington, Va., the University of North Carolina and Trinity College, 
and published in North Carolina University Magazine for May, 1895, 
and then issued in pamphlet. 

This much-delivered and published address purports to be a demon- 
stration, by a new line of argument, of the genuineness of the disputed 
Declaration of Independence, claimed to have been made on May 20, 
1775, by the "General Committee " of the county of Mecklenburg, N. 
C. Notice of this argument will be deferred until I first state the grounds 
on which I am convinced that the Declaration, as claimed, was never 
made. 1 am a Presbyterian, and much of the blood in my veins is 
Scotch, my sympathies are therefore with the Scotch-Irish of Mecklen- 
burg county, N. C, in their firm adherence to the American cause 
during the Revolution. But in this matter it seems to me that the evi- 
dence is overwhelmingly against them. It is certain that there was a 
meeting of the "General Committee" of the county in May, 1775, 
which passed patriotic resolutions; the dispute lies between the set of 
resolutions purporting to have been passed the 31st of May, 1775, which 
declared civil government temporarily suspended, and framed a county 
government, to continue "until the Legislative body of Great Britain 
resign its unjust and arbitrary pretensions with respect to America," 
which were published at the time in several newspapers, and those 
claimed to have been passed at the same place, by the same committee, 
on 20th May, 1775, declaring absolute independence, and absolving the 
county "from all allegiance to the British Crown," which as yet have 
not been found published in any contemporaneous periodical. 

The claim of the North Carolinians, it will be seen, is, that instead of 
taking up a temporary government, the county of Mecklenburg alone, 
more than a year before the Continental Congress, determined on Inde- 
pendence, and without the co-operation of others, declared its absolute 
independence of the British Crown. At the meeting at which this was 
claimed to have been done I find the names of Thomas Polk, John 
Phifer, Waighstill Avery and John McKnitt Alexander, as prominent 
members, Alexander being the secretary of the meeting, and the keeper 
of the records 'till April, 1800, when they were burned. It is greatly 
on his testimony afterwards that a copy of the paper has been sought 
to be established. It is also stated, that soon after its adoption 
four copies were sent by a Captain Jack to Philadelphia, one of which 
was delivered to the President of Congress, and one to each of the 
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North Carolina delegates to Congress, namely: Wm. Hooper, Joseph 
Hewes and Richard Caswell. It is also stated that Wm. Kennon, a 
lawyer, aided in drafting the resolutions and afterwards read them in 
public at Salisbury. Now, I find unimpeachable record evidence that in 
the North Carolina Provincial Congress, which met on the 20th August, 
1775, just three months after the supposed declaration, Thomas Polk, 
John Phifer, Waighstill Avery and John McKnitt Alexander, along with 
Samuel Martin and James Houston, representatives of Mecklenburg 
county, and Wm. Hooper, Joseph Hewes, Richard Caswell and Wm. 
Kennon, also members of the body, not only acknowledged their alle- 
giance to the British Crown, but indignantly denied that independence 
had been aimed at in any part of the State. The evidence consists of the 
published Journal of the body, reprinted in Force's American Archives, 
4th Series, Vol. Ill, p. 182, &c. At page 187, I find a test oath sub- 
scribed by these ten menbers, with the others, which commences, as 
follows: "We, the subscribers, professing our allegiance to the King, 
and acknowledging the constitutional executive power of government, 
do solemnly profess, testify and declare, &c." At page 201, there is 
given an address "to the inhabitants of the British Empire, laid before 
the body by William Hooper, and unanimously received," the object 
of which was to disabuse the minds of the English people of the idea 
that independence was aimed at in North Carolina. 

The following are extracts from this paper: " We have been told 
that independence is our object; that we seek to shake off all connec- 
tion with the parent State. Cruel suggestion ! Do not all our profes- 
sions, all our actions uniformly contradict this ? We again declare, and 
we invoke that Almighty Being who searches the recesses of the human 
heart and knows our most secret intentions, that it is our most earnest 
wish and prayer to be restored, with the other united colonies, to the 
state in which we and they were placed before the year 1763. * * 
Whenever we have departed from the forms of the Constitution, our 
own safety and self-preservation have dictated the expedient; and if in 
any instances we have assumed powers which the laws invest in the 
Sovereign or his representatives, it has been only in defence of our per- 
sons, properties, and those rights which God and the Constitution have 
made inalienably ours. As soon as the cause of our fears and appre- 
hensions are removed, with joy will we return these powers to their 
regular channels, and such institutions, formed from mere necessity, 
shall end with that necessity that created them. These expressions flow 
from an affection bordering upon devotion to the Succession of the 
House of Hanover, as by law established, from subjects who view it as 
a monument that does honour to human nature — a monument capable 
of teaching kings how glorious it is to reign over a free people. These 
are the heart-felt effusions of men ever ready to spend their blood and 
treasure, when Constitutionally called upon, in support of the Succes- 
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sion of His Majesty, King George the Third, his crown and dignity; 
and who fervently wish to transmit his reign to future ages as the era of 
common happiness to the people. * * * This declaration 
we hold forth as a testimony of loyalty to our Sovereign, and affection 
to our Parent State, and a sincere earnest of our present and future 
intentions." 

The authors of this pamphlet claim that a copy of the Mecklenburg 
Declaration of Independence was printed in the Cape Fear Mercury in 
June, 1775, though no copy of the paper can now be found. If their 
claim as to this declaration be true, then strange things happened in 
North Carolina in 1775. It was strange that Mecklenburg county should 
separate herself from North Carolina, and North America, by alone 
severing her connection with the British crown, and declaring herself 
independent, while the rest of North America was professing allegiance 
to the crown. It was stranger, that after taking this decisive step the 
county should have sent delegates to the Provincial Congress of North 
Carolina, a body professing allegiance to the British crown. It was 
stranger still, that these delegates should, upon entering the body, sub- 
scribe an oath of allegiance to the King, and afterwards unite in an 
address to the people of Great Britain, denying most solemnly any inten- 
tion of independence in anything that had been done in the colony of 
North Carolina, and it was passing strange that the Congress of North 
Carolina should have unanimously issued this address, while one of the 
newspapers of the colony had just before published this Mecklenburg 
declaration, showing that the statement of the address was a base false- 
hood. Thus the present advocates of this declaration are reduced to a 
dilemma. Either the Congress of North Carolina, including the dele- 
gates from Mecklenburg county, told the truth, and the declaration was 
not made; or the declaration was made, and the North Carolina Con- 
gress, including the delegates from Mecklenburg county, were guilty 
of base falsehood, and that about an event of public and published 
notoriety. 

The authors of this pamphlet have not alluded to this evidence, though 
it must have been known to them, for Martin in his History of North 
Carolina, which they quote, states the action of the Congress. It will 
take overwhelming proof to establish the fact, that these sturdy patriots 
of North Carolina published to the world, by their acts, and by their 
words, so palpable, and notorious a falsehood, as the existence of this 
declaration would fix upon them. The evidence heretofore produced 
utterly fails to convict them of falsehood, by establishing the declaration. 
I need not allude however to anything but what I find in this pamphlet, 
as the authors, evidently, by abandoning the previous grounds, and 
making a new argument, considered that the previous arguments did not 
establish their claim. 

John McKnitt Alexander, the Secretary of the meeting, and the cus- 
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todian of its records, states that in April, 1800, they were burned, and 
in September, 1800, he made a copy from memory for Generai W. R. 
Davie, called the Davie copy, which is in the archives of the University 
of North Carolina, and distinctly declares independence. This has 
heretofore been greatly relied on as evidence, but his acts and declara- 
tions in August, 1775, as to what happened in May, 1775, are more cred- 
ible than his memory in 1800. It is now claimed, however, that Martin's 
History of North Carolina, published in 1829, ten years after the con- 
troversy over this declaration arose, which gives a copy in very nearly 
the same words as the Davie copy, is proof of its genuineness, as he 
states in his preface that he prepared his work between 1791 and 1809, 
and at the end of the chapter containing this paper he refers to ' ' Rec- 
ords, Magazines, and Gazettes," as his authorities, but without mention- 
ing what they were. We are in no condition, therefore, to know where 
he got his copy from, and of course cannot trust it as reliable. 

But the authors of this pamphlet contend that Martin got it from the 
now lost copy of the Cape Fear Mercury, and they insist that the copy 
published in that paper declared independence, because the Royal Gov- 
ernor, Josiah Martin, in a proclamation dated 8th August, 1775, in de- 
nouncing certain acts of the North Carolinians, said: " 1 have also seen 
a most infamous publication in the Cape Fear Mercury, importing to be 
Resolves of a set of people, styling themselves a committee for the 
county of Mecklenburg, most traitorously declaring the entire dissolu- 
tion of the Laws, Government, and Constitution of this country, and 
setting up a system of rule and regulation repugnant to the laws and 
subversive of His Majesty's Government." (Force, 4th Series, III, page 
62.) Now as the resolutions of 31st May, 1775, declared that owing to 
the action of Parliament the committee conceived, "all laws and com- 
missions confirmed by or derived from the authority of the King and 
Parliament, are annulled and vacated, and the former civil constitution 
of these colonies for the present wholly suspended," and proceeded to 
frame a system of county government to last till altered by the Provin- 
cial Congress, " or the legislative body of Great Britain resign its unjust 
and arbitrary pretensions with respect to America," the Governor, in 
the passion which his proclamation exhibited, may have exaggerated 
the purport of the paper. That he did so is made certain by the fact, 
that when this proclamation was read in the Provincial Congress on 25th 
August, 1775, that body " Resolved unanimously that the said paper is 
a false, scandalous, scurrilous, malicious, and seditious libel," * * 
and "that the said paper be burnt by the common hangman." {Force, 
4th Series, III, 189. ) It was a few days after this that Hooper brought in 
the address to the people of Great Britain, heretofore noted, and which 
was plainly intended to correct this statement of Governor Martin. We 
cannot trust to this statement of Governor Martin, therefore, as proving 
resolutions for absolute independence in the Cape Fear Mercury, and, 
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of course, can't conclude that the historian Martin, a very different per- 
son, got his copy from that paper. The fact, however, that Governor 
Martin referred to this publication, as showing a purpose of independ- 
ence, and that the provincial Congress, on reading the Governor's state- 
ment, denounced it as false, and adopted an address positively denying, 
that any thing which had occurred in North Carolina was an act indicat- 
ing a desire for, or an intention of independence, is conclusive proof that 
the Mecklenburg resolves were not for independence. It is very certain, 
therefore, that the publication in the Mercury was identical with that in 
other papers in giving the resolves of 31st May. 

This pamphlet relies also on Garden's anecdotes of the Revolution. 
This book was published in 1822, 1828 and 1865. I have not seen a 
copy of the last edition, but infer from the statement in this pamphlet 
that the Mecklenburg resolutions, as claimed, appear in it, and without 
a reference to the author's authority. As the controversy over the nature 
of the resolutions arose in 1819, Garden is not to be relied on as evidence. 
The effort to prove that independence was declared by Mecklenburg 
county in May, 1775, by citations of a poem in 1777, several deeds re- 
corded in the county (the first dated 13th February, 1779, reciting that 
it was "the 4th year of our independence"), and by an address of a 
school-boy at Sugar Creek Academy, on rst June, 1809, is futile; all of 
these were after the declaration by the Continental Congress, and as the 
county committee instituted a government to last till the difficulty with 
Great Britain was settled, and that difficulty was only settled by the 
independence of North America, the people of Mecklenburg county 
might well consider that they were actually independent from the institu- 
tion of their temporal government, never having gone back under Royal 
government, and this would be strengthened by the fact that the Provin- 
cial Congress, which met in August, 1775, instituted a temporary system 
of government for the whole colony, by committees of safety, &c, which 
lasted till the colony assumed the position of a sovereign State, and so 
British rule actually ceased from 1775. The confusion of the dates, 20th 
with 31st May, was natural. The change of the mode of reckoning 
time from the Julian to the Gregorian system, whereby the 20th of May 
would be written the 31st May, had not been fully adopted in the colo- 
nies, though dates were often written with both numbers. Thus this 
date would be expressed May 20/3r, and in long years after, the old 
people might well remember it as May 20th. Thus it appears that the 
resolves published, as adopted, 31st May, 1775, by Mecklenburg county, 
North Carolina, accord with the contemporaneous acts and declarations 
of the actors, and the Provincial Congress of North Carolina, while the 
unpublished resolves claimed now, are contradicted by both their acts 
and declarations, and are not supported by sufficient evidence. 

W. W. Henry. 



